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Our curriculum mirrors many universities 
with regards to the instruction of 
typography, evolving from the trade-based 
history of the discipline. Typographic 
competencies are built through scaffolded 
assignments—from letter to word, 
paragraph to page, and lastly, to document. 
Often, this is where typographic education 
reaches a stopping point, neglecting the 
impactful value of typography as a tool 
for expanding and giving form to the 
expressive meaning of content. The study of 
typography is rarely linked to investigations 
of language or changing demands on 
readers (AIGA 2017).
Typography is uniquely positioned as 
it crosses the lines between verbal and 
graphic communication, the writer and the 
reader, creative writing, and the production 
of the print (Waller 1987). In junior and 
senior-level courses, students focused on the 
potential of typography to establish a visual 
language, creating meaningful relationships 
between components of a typographic 
system and narrative structures. As students 
collected primary and secondary research, 
they began to summarise their findings 
through a blend of verbal (writing) and 
visual (typography). Beyond the verbal 
and visual, students were encouraged to 
utilise typography in tandem with, and as 
a form, of research. Through typographic 
form, students work to establish a visual 
language related to their content, to 
communicate complex concepts contained 
within that content, and also to explore the 
nuance and interpretations of that content. 
Employing type in this manner, they are 
able to deconstruct their subject matter 
and develop new ways of considering and 
communicating content—using typographic 
research as a means to produce not just 
new solutions, but newfound knowledge, 
displayed in their final solutions. In the 
article, Communication Theory and 
Typographic Research, Harrison and Morris 
(1967) outline typographic research as: 
testing scientific hypotheses, artistic 
exploration, and in critical, historical, or 
analytic examination. As students navigated 
their projects, they utilised a combination 
of those spheres of research, in defining the 
problem and developing artefacts.
Engaging with varied subject matters in 
this way requires a level of initiative and 
cultural understanding of the student. 
Through their typographic explorations, 
they gain comprehension of the ability 
of typography to deconstruct meanings, 
reposition relevance and contextual 
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The designer of today is solving complex problems across media, in networked 
environments, and often in contexts well beyond the realm of previously considered 
‘graphic design’. Among other skills, the literacy of other disciplines, the ability to be nimble 
in practice, engage in participatory design, and the capacity to conduct, interpret and 
synthesise research is imperative. As educators whose practice and research specialties 
lie within the realm of typography, we are interested in incorporating cultural literacy 
and complexity into our typography course assignments. Our goal is to change the way 
students perceive and utilise typography, shifting the viewpoint from type as a vehicle 
of communicating content, to typography as a catalyst for, and means of, researching. A 
framework demonstrating a design methodology using typography in the classroom is 
shared, which can also translate into practice. Through curating and authoring content, 
students typographically interpret research, providing a space for their research to dictate 
the final form, rather than relying on typographic trends. 
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relationships and disentangle the 
subject from preconceptions and rote 
presentation. These assignments foster 
abilities of critical thinking and provide 
a platform for students to gain a deeper 
knowledge of typography as, “those who 
create knowledge through research have 
a different and richer relationship to their 
subject field” (Friedman, 2000, p. 19). 
Limiting students to type-only solutions 
challenges them to demonstrate skill in 
constructing a personality and cohesive 
presence for audience engagement. 
Students embody the dual roles of author 
and producer, and of researcher and maker, 
concurrently as they push the boundaries 
of working with typography. In this 
approach, research dictates form, rather 
than relying on typographic trends. The 
form and the content are interconnected 
and congruent, as they inform and enhance 
one another. Typography becomes a tool to 
tell narratives, sharing the content in new 
and interesting ways. Students learn to 
harness their typographic skills in service of 
critical investigation, rather than simply to 
demonstrate competency. 
Methods
Within the design studio classroom, we 
have broken down this methodology into 
the following steps as shown in Figure 1:
1. Inquiry
Research and critical inquiry should be the 
backbone of design pedagogy (Salama, 
2007). The projects within our studio 
classroom incorporate open-ended briefs, 
providing the opportunity for diverse 
exploration of subject matter and inquiry-
based learning. Inquiry-based learning 
centers around self-directed learning of 
the student as they take a research-based 
approach to education. Forms of inquiry 
include structured, guided, and open inquiry, 
the methods differ in the involvement of 
the instructor. Spronken-Smith and Walker 
(2010) analysed these methods and found 
that the teaching-research nexus is strongest 
when using open inquiry learning, allowing 
students to take the lead. They concluded 
if instructors are “co-learners in the inquiry, 
this helps facilitate an academic community 
of practice including both academics and 
students” (p. 738). Research, in the form of 
both qualitative and quantitative methods 
combined with theoretical precepts, drives 
the final form of the projects. Venturing 
into an array of subject areas prepares 
students for the service nature of design 
practice, wherein the ability to immerse 
oneself dynamically in new subject matter is 
paramount (Bierut, 2007). 
2. Investigation
Typography becomes the primary tool of 
investigation. Students complete visual 
research and typographic experiments as 
they adopt a critical practice, exploring 
critical making in relation to type. Barness 
and McCarthy (2017) define critical making, 
a component of critical practice, as “an 
approach undertaken in order to explain 
or understand a theory, phenomenon, 
or technology. Knowledge is formed 
through process and product”. To initiate 
investigation and establish a culture of 
making, various prompts were provided to 
support the generation of ideas as students 
completed exploratory research. Combined 
with their primary and secondary research, 
these visual investigations provided a 
starting point for projects and integrated 
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Figure 1: proposed design methodology integrating 





research through making. In Figure 2, Where 
Are You Going, Where Have You Been?, the 
student uses the notion of text as texture 
to weave a poster which can be interacted 
with and un-woven by the audience, thus 
inviting a deconstruction of meaning, 
whilst, in the building of such a structure, 
an interpretation. In this sense, the student 
is exploring the subject themselves through 
their hands-on approach to the structure 
of the final typographic artefact, and also 
opening this process up to the audience 
to do the same. “This texture is meant 
to convey the complexity and confusion 
surrounding identity. Although it may be 
comprised of multiple stories, how do these 
stories interact with one another? How 
surface-level are they?... At first glance, 
legibility is low, and made readable with 
time… The poster is meant to be pulled 
apart in order to reveal certain messages 
and meanings about the story and to pose 
questions to the audience. As the poster is 
being pulled apart, the audience member is 
taking away clarity. But, once all pieces are 
pulled apart, the poster no longer exists. This 
can be seen as a metaphor to the complexity 
of identity. What is identity comprised of, and 
how fragile is it?” (Labate, 2018).
Students are encouraged to make and not 
focus on the end result, but rather invest in 
the process. The role of typography shifts 
from the practice of typesetting content, to 
typography as content generator. 
3. Approach
Innovation and conceptual thinking occur 
through the typographic lens, providing 
new perspectives. Students learn how to 
construct identity and meaning through 
typography as they develop their own voice. 
Type depicts a process, an idea, or a narrative 
in its role as ‘type-as-image’. In Properties: 
Universals, a student explores key themes of 
philosophy. Using visual metaphor as a tool, 
abstract concepts were investigated visually 
through experimentation, subsequently 
understood, and finally visually articulated 
for the audience as the student takes the 
viewer on a typographic journey (Figure 3). 
In Figure 4, typography depicts stratum, the 
layers of rock within the earth. Discoveries 
about working with typography were 
made through a process of exploration 
and critical making. This is indicated by the 
student’s reflections which state, “by slowly 
moving the typography with the scan-bed, 
the camera physically records time in each 
layer, as light bends and moves naturally 
under pressure. Serendipitously, the process 
of bending each letterform itself produces a 
similar form to that of layered sediment”.
4. Authorship
Students curate, distil and craft the delivery 
of content for their audience. As students 
make decisions on type, colour, medium 
and format, they are synthesising their 
skillset, becoming flexible and nimble 
in practice. We Real Cool (Figure 5), is an 
interactive interface exploring the poem 
by Gwendolyn Brooks. In describing this 
project, the student states, “The designed 
interface questions why one interpretation 
should ever overpower another, and 
instead considers multiple perspectives 
on We Real Cool within a digital medium. 
The typography serves an expressive yet 
functional use, acting as a symbol of various 
‘voices,’ opinions, and interpretations, 
playing on the linguistic aspects of the 
Figure 3: Properties: Universals, Dean Sweetnich
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spoken word”. In this sense, the student 
uses typographic research to both explore 
interpretations of the text, as well as to 
invite the interpretation in a manner akin 
to what Johanna Drucker might describe 
as ‘graphesis’. “A basic distinction can be 
made between visualisations that are 
representations of information known and 
those that are knowledge generators capable 
of creating new information through their 
use” (Drucker, 2014). 
Conclusion
In presenting the potential of typography 
as a lens to look through, rather than a skill 
to demonstrate, through our framework 
(Figure 1) we propose a conception of 
typographic design as a bridging tool, 
research method, and means of authorial 
expression, with a strong relationship to 
meaning and language. This expands the 
way students engage with type and how 
their audiences perceive the function 
and active role of type in communication. 
No longer positioned as transparent 
or invisible, typography becomes the 
primary voice. It is a tool for the student 
and audience to investigate, understand, 
interpret, and interact with content with 
criticality and self-awareness of both 
process and presentation. This approach 
equips students and future typographers to 
engage with what Drucker describes as our 
current “incunabula period of information 
design” (Drucker, 2014) in a digital context, 
providing a means of describing, evolving 
and expanding the use and methods of 
typographic form to serve a hyperlinked, 
mediated, and networked communication 
landscape. This presentation of typographic 
research reflects the historically close 
relationship between typography, language, 
and the presentation of information; 
thus incorporating twentieth century 
developments in the conception of the 
reader as an active participant in the 
creation of meaning. 
Figure 5: We Real Cool, Alex CataneseFigure 4: Student poster exploring strata through 
typography, Alex Catanese
